Increased neutralizing antibody response after simultaneous immunization with leucogen and the feline leukemia virus transmembrane protein.
To develop improved vaccination strategies against feline leukemia virus (FeLV), rats were immunized with the transmembrane envelope protein p15E of FeLV alone or in combination with the commercial vaccine Leucogen® comprising the nonglycosylated FeLV surface envelope protein. Binding and neutralizing antibodies were induced in both groups and in the group immunized with Leucogen alone. Higher titers of antibodies neutralizing FeLV were induced by simultaneous immunization with Leucogen and p15E compared to the responses using Leucogen or p15E alone, suggesting that combination vaccines should be used in the future. Epitope mapping of p15E-specific antibodies induced by simultaneous immunization with Leucogen and p15E revealed the same pattern of response as obtained after immunization with p15E alone: one epitope was localized in the membrane-proximal external region (MPER) and the other in the fusion peptide-proximal region, and they are related to the epitopes detected after immunization with p15E of the porcine endogenous retrovirus and the koala retrovirus. The data indicate that these epitopes in the MPER are an effective target for neutralization and that antigens containing them may therefore prove to be a useful component of vaccines against retroviruses, including HIV-1.